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Ebonaics:
A Case
History

ERNIE SMITH
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I have MEOWN: FEbonics—or, as it has also been referred to,
Black English—since I was a child. Because my parents and play-

mates, the primary teachers of speech and language, spoke Ebonics,
it was the language I acquired.

It was not until much later, however, that I discovered there
was a drastic difference between the language I had acquired and
used extensively in my home environment, and the language I was
expected to use away from home, especially in the classroom. In
1948 my family moved to South Central Los Angeles, where I
attended a predominantly Black grade school. At this particular
elementary school, I was confronted with the fact that my language
was different and that this difference was perceived as a “defi-
ciency” that needed to be corrected. There was a gross mis-match
between my informal, everyday language style and the formal

school talk required by teachers.
Teachers and other school officials often used such terms as

“talking flat,” “sloven speech,” “corrupt speech,” “broken En-

glish,” “verbal cripple,” “verbally destitute,” “linguistically hand-

icapped,” and “linguistically deprived” to describe the language
behavior of my Black classmates and me. They suggested that our
language differences were deficiencies that were related to physical
and/or mental abnormalities. Often during Parent-Teacher Con-
ferences or at Open House Conferences, my teachers were not hes-

ltant to suggest to my parents, and to parents of other children,
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that we should be assigned to the school speech clinic for speech
therapy or to the school psychologist for a diagnostic examination,
and treatment for possible congenital mental disorders.

Because I had been labeled a verbal cripple by my teachers in
elementary school, my language differences at Junior High were,
from the “G-G” (Git Go),' the basis for my having been assigned
to remediation language classes and special sections of most of my
other academic courses. The stigma of having been assigned to the
“bonehead” sections of My courses created for me, as well as for
other children assigned to those sections, a situation whereby we
became the object of mockery and gibes from our other school-
mates. Not infrequently the “signifying” and “hoorahin” of our
other agemates would lead to “woofin”? sessions or fist fights,
which was behavior that teachers and administrators considered
totally reprehensible and intolerable. By the time I reached the
ninth grade at Edison, I was labeled “anti-social” and described as
“acting out.” Thus, as had been the case throughout my elemen-
tary school years, during my junior high school years, it was always
my language competence or behavior that preciprtated my negative
experiences,

In 1954 1 began my first semester at John C, Fremont High
School in South Central Ios Angeles. At Fremont my language
difficulties were again the basis for my assignment to special sec-
tions of almost all of my courses; and again the stigma of having
been assigned to these remedial courses created situations where
those of us who were in these special courses became the brunt of
the jokes and teasing gibes of our other schoolmates. Eventually,
disruptive language became the grounds for my having been sus-
pended from Fremont High and assigned to an all-boys normal
school called Jacob A. Riis,

Jacob A. Riis was a quasi <oomio:m~-mmcomﬁo? behavior-
management institution, where disruptive males who could not
adjust to the requisites of a co-educational environment were iso-
lated for rehabilitation or behavior modification. When I was in-
itially admitted to Riis, T was administered a series of vocationg]
aptitude tests which, according to my counselors, indicated that I
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had a very low comprehension of the English language. As S.:w
most children who failed or scored low in English OoBﬁ~mUmﬂ$.od
on these tests, I was urged by the counselors at Riis to only mmw.:m
to fields or occupations that were in the <oowﬁ.55.& Qm%.% or in-
dustrial arts. Having been tracked into dull and sgdﬁmam.mﬁdm shop
courses at Riis, I became totally bored and turned off with school.
And although I was verbally encouraged by ﬁ%.wmmow@wm vmom.cmm
of my “high potential,” I was labeled as “incorrigible.” After &o:.wm
a “yard”* at Riis, I returned to John C. Fremont and wnmmcwﬁmm in
the Winter Class of 1957. Because most of my mdooca.;mam with the
urban school system were, in the main, very negative, I had no
aspirations or intentions whatsoever of pursuing a post-secondary
education. .
Probably because most of my early adolescent encounters with
professionals, Black and White, had been with those .H had en-
countered as authority figures, I developed an intense Eﬂmﬁcﬂ and
dislike for professionals, especially “boozje”* Blacks. Humammoxwom:%q
my mistrust of bourgeois Black professionals SWm due to %mww an-
noying language behavior. Because Black waowmm.ﬂom.&m were a imvw
“talking proper”® and seemingly “puttin’ on airs,” they appeare
superficial, insincere, and phoney. ﬂcgwmu.soa, because %mwummm
majority of the Black professionals resided in areas out .om the Blac
ghetto, there were few if any professionals in ooo.zwmzobm msow,mm
doctors, dentists, attorneys, pharmacists, and engineers, etc., with
whom I could identify. The absence of role models who were w#mow
professionals, coupled with my negative encounters and ummo.iodm
to authority figures in general, such as my ammowmumq. Qcm:m ESM-
nile, and probation officers, etc., precipitated a reaction S?ow ul-
timately was the basis for my belief that formal .mm.covmﬁwod sm&
irrelevant, and that I could make it in the streets, “ridin H,_, wme.F
stylin 'n’ schemin, and talkin out the side of my Sodww ; “tryin
on clothes, pimpin whoes, and slammin Eldorado mwmm.
In the streets, however, it was again my linguistic competence
that became pivotal to my survival. My first street hustle or mm.Em
was what 1s called “stuff playin.”” T was a “slum hustler,” 1ie.,
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outside of banks and on supermarket parking lots. To become a
proficient “con man” or “Stuff player,” I needed to develop a fluent
and proficient use of the speech characteristics and phonology of
the unlearned Southern Black. This is often called “jeffin,” or
“game whoopin.”® Primarily because most urbanized Blacks as well
as Whites associate language usage and speech forms with intel-
ligence, and because they attribute the lowest level of intelligence
to speakers and users of the “deep south” variety of Ebonics, this
bias or predisposition towards the user of Southern Ebonics made
them easy “marks,” for stuff players and game whoopers.

In order to complete a transaction as a slum hustler, there is a
strong reliance on two variables: 1) the mark or victim had to have
the above-mentioned sociolinguistic bias or ignorance; and 2) he
must have some latent drive for “gettin over.”'* Since Ebonics,
especially Southern Ebonics, has been prejudicially embedded into
the minds of many people as an index of intelligence, most slum
hustlers know that by eyerolling, head scratching, grinning, and
shuffling, and by skillfully code switching into the language and
speech forms that are stereotyped as characteristic of unlearned
and illiterate Southern Blacks, they can induce a mark into paying
considerably more than their actual value—for relatively inexpen-
sive watches and rings, for example.

While slum hustling is a cunning and manipulative ruse, it does
not fall within that category of confidence schemes and swindles
that are legally defined as theft, bunco, or fraud, and hence, slum
hustling was not a legally precarious hustle. However, because of-
ten outraged tricks or “marks” resort to the use of physical violence
to get their money back when they have discovered that the mer-
chandise wasn’t genuine, slum hustling was indeed precarious in
other ways. Needless to say, these kinds of negative encounters
created, for me, circumstances which eventually required that I
suspend operations and divert my entrepreneurial talents into other

fields. In my Aunt Bert’s vernacular, I had to “Root hog or die
Mvog.d:
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Sweet Mouthin’,
wmwwm:v and Mackin’

In 1959 1 began to diversify my hustling talents into other fields,
. ally, it was again my linguistic competence that was
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petence became one of my conscious concerns. This concern was
first aroused by the astonishing number of young high school drop-
outs and often high school graduates I was encountering in South
Central Los Angeles who were unable to read or write. I began
conducting reading classes for the Brothers in the community who
wanted so much to learn how to read. Because I had no background
in teaching or education, all of the methods, techniques, and de-
vices | had used in my attempts to teach reading skills to these
brothers failed. This created in me intense feelings of dismay, frus-
tration, and failure, feelings that led me into a sequence of dys-
social behaviors that I have not to this day been able to completely
understand.

I formed a community group called the United Front Against
Imperialism. As the Minister of Education of this organization, I
was responsible for the creation of relevant reading materials and
the development of a valid teaching technique to “educate the
masses.” The United Front was a Maoist-oriented organization
through which I was going to strike a mortal blow to the decadent
and oppressive imperialist, capitalist system. I never did.

So I enrolled in the Graduate Program in Comparative Culture
in January of 1970. When I enrolled I had not defined any areas
of special interest or concentration. I had a little background in
drama, speech, and fine arts, and Dr. White, my advisor, was a
child-psychologist. Recalling that I had expressed to him a concern

with the problem of illiteracy in the ghetto, and the problem of
reading in the urban schools, Dr. White suggested that during my
first quarter, I should just “rock steady”’” and enroll in a few
courses in linguistics and social sciences. Little did I know then
that shortly thereafter again my language and linguistic behavior
would provide the basis for what was to become three years of
relentless investigation and research for a thesis and doctoral dis-
sertation.
In May of 1970, following the public announcement that the

United States had extended the Vietnam War into Cambodia, and

during the midst of a nation-wide campus strike denouncing the

National Guard shooting of campus activists on the Kent State




Universit 1 i
. y Campus in Ohio, I was asked to give an antiwar s h
11 support of the Irvine Student Strike! o

oppres . : . » and compression of
o Mou Wm::r and Latin American peoples. Needless to say ﬁro
ents “dug”’® on the speech and indi he
mdicated durin

. g and after th
wﬁmwor that they felt it was “Right On!” However, two Hm Hm
. £ 5 7 m -

owing the speech, I was indicted by the Orange County %mﬁ A.u
1strict

u arice Om dwwm U@NO@ U% S11 («MHNH W € Co mu mt
t Hmu u W. as Q@mOH HT@Q n www 1m Mm,
S L W. ? _” mu — @. @. _
%. M. C 5 S ous T
or :mm~ 1n ot w omen or -HH&~®: in a H::Am m:& T:H er manne .

3 w 3 § C~H~m-mm at w-Hm mmu:H:v:m mwwmmm (101 A
H was, to sa EH@ H@WMH ast: , IOor

Chancelor I.E., in p
AL, ehalf of two e]
tarles in his office, o elderly women who were secre-

cati ve €a a ~H .‘_,Qum mu— te . y
muni at ~HW a ww 143 H&. St (] 1C 1tems ZQCQN OWHQHQMM _LH@H@‘—
was a <®H.Tm_ ‘_:;' € __0 (0] _:_; A: __Q :_Tm 1 §¢ _::Lm S:: m:m-l
H ) m C.
mu w n 11, to m-~AuC~—w to no ~:H~ d Awumam ate ,w:\ul
OMOA: was ever W.C @.
@.u
u

ERNIE SMITH 25

Only this time, my language had been labeled as vulgar, indecent,

and profane.

Dr. Mary Key

This, then, was the hill that I would fight on. I had always at a
gut level regarded the manner in which I spoke and communicated
as a valid and legitimate idiom, but because of the repeated neg-
ative reinforcement throughout my rearing cycle, and because I
didn’t have the sufficient technical background of knowledge to
refute those who argued otherwise, it was always difficult for me
to advance my position without being made to appear foolish.

Dr. Mary Key, who was at the time the acting chairperson of
the Program in Linguistics at UCI, gave me the technical skills
and methodological approaches that enabled me to steadfastly and
confidently approach my investigation and examination into the
historical development and the sociolinguistic nuances of Ebonics.
I had been informed that Dr. Key was currently involved in some
independent research of her own into various aspects, features, and
sociolinguistic nuances of Ebonics. Because of Dr. Key’s expert
knowledge of linguistics and social dialects, especially Ebonics, 1
beseeched her to testify in my behalf at my free speech Trial. Dr.
Key obligingly testified in my behalf: and I am certain that if
there is one single factor which ultimately led to my acquittal in

that matter, it was the enlightened, and objective testimony of Dr.
Mary Key.

I am now working as an educator in the University of California
system, where I hope to reach both black students and white stu-
dents in the educational system and inform them of the problems
faced by black people in this country and about the validity of
talking about a black experience and a black language in society

like ours.
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NOTES

1. “G-G” (Git Go) is a term which means “from the start or the begin-
ning.” SYN: “the jump,” or “jump street.”

2. Sigrifying: to reproach with scornful or sarcastic language; to jeer, or
mock; to taunt with meddlesome, irksome comments, annoying gibes.
Hoorahin: to drive or provoke a person; goading. Woofin: to bluff or
threaten in a verbal exchange; verbal combat

3. A yard is the term used to designate the amount of time served in
)
confinement or as punishment in juvenile hall, Youth Authority, or

jail. (Usually refers to a year, but often nine months, or 3/4 year.)

4. Boojze—Boojz-wa-zee (Bourgeosie). This term is used to refer to the
middle- and upper-income Blacks who display character traits of
Whites; also used to refer to low-income Blacks who exhibit a very
obsequious demeanor,

5. Talkin proper: 1) a pretentious use of Anglo speech forms: 2) the ability
to mimic with mastery the phonological, grammatical, and semantic
cues of Standard English: 3) a hypercorrect attempt to speak Standard
English, characterized by excessive malaprops, paragogics, reglariced
verbs, R sounds in the middle of words, and the adding of R to words
ending 1 A.

6. The phrase, “Ridin 'n’ leanin’, stylin 'n’ schemin, and talkin out the
side of my mouth,” refers to the manner in which Black pimps and
players drive their automobiles (usually cadillac Eldorados) when they
are out in the evenings hustling and socializing. In the parlance of the
street culture, the phrase, “tryin on clothes, pimpin whos, and slammin
Eldorado does,” expresses the ultimate of attainment in their lifestyle.

7. Stuff playin: a verbal trick and device; a cunning, manipulative ruse
used by con artists and swindlers to deceive a person for monetary
gain. Stuff, 1.e., worthless merchandise or nothing at all, is given in
exchange for money. Suyff player one who plays stuff games. Slum:
costume jewelry, inexpensive rings, or watches that bear brand names
which appear genuine.

8. Jeffin: the simultaneous shuffling, head scratching, rolling of one’s eyes
and grinning (especially in the presence of whites) to put ole massa
on. Game whoopin: to run a game or swindle someone; to whip
(whoop), meaning beat or cheat. Verbal trick or device.
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